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GUSTAV HOLST 


THE PLANETS 
SUITE FOR LARGE ORCHESTRA 


It was the study of astrology that gave Holst the idea of setting the 7 planets to 
music. So the clue to their meaning must be found in the characteristics attributed 
to them by astrologers, not by those suggested by mythology. 

The suite was begun in 1914 and finished in 1916. It is scored for an unusually 
large orchestra, and several little-known instruments, such as the Bass Flute, Bass 
Oboe and Tenor Tuba are used. 


MARS 
The Bringer of War 
The relentless hammering out of the 5/4 rhythm (Ex. 1, p. 1) shows the ruthless- 
ness and the brutal stupidity of war. The chromatic wailing of the Trombones and 
Tubas, soon taken up by all the Woodwind and Strings (Ex. 2, p. 8-10), is followed 
by a call to arms on the Tenor Tuba, answered by the Trumpets (Ex. 3, p. 12). 


Timpani, 2 Harps, Trombones, Tenor Tuba 


Strings col legno 


Ly 


Tenor Tuba 


VENUS 


The Bringer of Peace 


The Horn solo (Ex. 4, p. 32) takes you into a world of peace, which nothing seems 
able to disturb. The Violins sing a love song, accompanied by syncopated chords on 
the Woodwind and Horns (Ex. 5, p. 35-38). The cool, silvery sound of Flutes, 
Celesta, Harps and Strings end the piece. 
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MERCURY 
The Winged Messenger 


An extraordinarily volatile effect is here produced by the use of two keys—the 
first four notes of Bb and the first four notes of E (Ex. 6 and 7, p. 46-50), and the 


mixture of duple and triple time. 
The whole movement, showing the speed of thought, takes the place of a Scherzo. 


Vivace 


JUPITER 
The Bringer of Jollity 
The jollity of this movement is of a robust nature, and all the main themes 
(Ex, 9, 10, 11, p. 73-78) are imbued with the joy of living and simple festivity. The 
big tune (Ex. 12, p. 91-94), to which Holst later set the words of Spring Rice “I vow 
to thee, my country,” sounds like a hymn of thanksgiving. 
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SATURN 
The Bringer of Old Age 


The syncopated chords of Flutes, Bass Flute and Harp harmonics (Ex. 13, 
p. 113-115) over a sad tune in Doublebasses and Cellos (Ex. 14) suggests the limitations 
of age, but the Trombone chords (Ex. 15, p. 116), soon joined by Horns and 
Woodwind, bring a sense of joyous serenity. 

Ex. 14 played slowly by Strings, accompanied by six Horns and arpeggio passages 
by the four Flutes and two Harps and Bells, brings the movement to an end with a 
feeling of happiness and peace. 


Flute, Bass Flute & Harps D.B. 


URANUS 
The Magician 

It begins with an invocation (Ex. 16, p. 132) three times repeated. The three 
Bassoons are the first to obey (Ex. 17, p. 132-137) and to start dancing, the rest of the 
orchestra gradually joining in. With Ex. 18, p. 137, fig. II, p. 141, the music works up 
to a big climax, followed by a pompous tune on Strings and Horns (Ex. 19, p. 141, 
fig. III, p. 144). Still another tune (Ex. 20, p. 148, fig. VI) is accompanied by rhythmic 
variations of Ex. 16. 
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NEPTUNE 
The Mystic 


This piece is-truly unearthly, suggesting unknown worlds. Played pp throughout, 
it is scored very sparingly. 

A mysterious tune on two Flutes and Bass Flute, answered by chords on Oboes 
(Ex. 21, p. 162, fig. I) at the beginning, is followed by sustained chords on Woodwind 
against arpeggios on Harps and Celesta. The first definite tune on the Clarinet 
(Ex. 22, p. 181) is echoed by a choir of women’s voices in six parts. They end the 
piece by repeating the last two chords, until the sound is lost in the distance. 
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